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Harassment in Navy Turned Essex 



By Austin Scott 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

EMPORIA, Kan., Jan. 11 — 
The Navy court-martial record 
of Mark James Robert Essex, 
who was killed on a New Or- 
leans hotel rooftop Sunday by 
police sharpshooters, paints a 
portrait of a sensitive young 
man trying to come to terms 
with what he saw as extreme 
harassment 

Essex was court-martialed a 
year ago on Jan. 15 for being 
home in Emporia for a month 
the previous October, absent 
without official leave. His par- 
ents insist thaV the gentle, 
thoughtful son they sent off to 
the Navy in 1969 was changed 
dramatically by something 
that happened, to him in the 
service. 



Essex pleaded guilty to be- 
ting AWOL. He needed time to 
think, he told his mother. And 
he elaborated on his reasons 
when he was called upon to 
testify at his own court-mar- 
tial. 

. “I went U.A. (unauthorized 
absence) because I just 
needed time to think,” he told 
the military judge, Lt. James 
N. Rogers, according to the 
court-martial transcript. 

“I had had a fight,” he went 
on. “I got a ticket to L.A. (Los 
Angeles) and while I was in 
the bus station the driver of a 
bus going to New Orleans left 
his bus and I jumped on and 
got to El Paso and called my 
folks and they sent the money 
to come home. I had to talk to 
some black people because I 
had begun to hate all white 
people. I was tired of going to 
white people and telling them 
my problems and not getting 
anything done about it.” 

By the time he spoke those 
words, Essex had spent two 
years in the Navy, all of it at 
the San Diego naval air base. 

The problems he was wres- 
tling with had been noticed 
much earlier by his immediate 



'supervisor, Lt. Robert E. 
Hatcher, Essex’s division offi- 
cer at the Navy depot , clinic 
where he worked as a dental 
assistant who testified for the 
defense. 

“I’ve known the accused for 
approximately a year and a 
half,” Hatcher told the court- 
martial. 

“Here in the service I have 
been acquainted with about 
four male-type assistants and 
he, by far, is the best that I 
have worked with. He is out- 
performance and duties . . 

Hatcher said he had grown 
standing in his professional 
close enough to Essex “so that 



he talks to me in somewhat of 
a confidential nature and I 
trust what he is saying to me 
is what he actually feels. 

“I do know why he went 
U.A.,” Hatcher continued. “It’s 
a long story, basically, but he 
and three of his friends were 
put on report for excessive 
noise in the barracks . . . the 
men felt that they were being 
unjustly accused because of 
their color ... I conducted an 
investigation sfeparate from 
the legal officer’s investiga- 
tion . . . My investigation 
shows that the man that made 
the original complaint was a 



very biased individual, and 
very obviously racially preju- 
diced. . . 

Hatcher testified that the 
base commanding officer, who 
he did not name, listened to 
his report, talked with the 
man who originally com- 
plained, and “decided that the 
whole case was a matter of in- 
justice.” 

The commanding officer or- 
dered the disciplinary pro- 
ceedings stopped and told the 
four accused men that “he 
would try to do whatever he, 
could to solve the problem,” j 
Hatcher said. 
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But, he continued, “the men 
were dismissed and I think 
that the feeling from all four 
of them was that this was just 
another whitewash of the* situ- 
ation ... I think that Essex, in 
this case, being the most sensi- 
tive and the most responsible 
! of the four, felt that he had 
been sold out, and he was very 
despondent over it.” . 

Part of the problem, 
Hatcher said, was that 
“immediately after the initial 
complaint was lodged . . . they 
(the four accused, who had 
been roommates), were sepa- 
rated. . . They put Essex in a 
i room with totally incompati- 
ble people and the harassment 
started almost immediately . . 

“The harassment occurred 
in the mess hall lines, recrea- 
tion areas, and so forth. So all 



put together, he was a very 
upset person during this 
time A, 

Hatcher’s testimony contin- 
ed: 

“He was, I think, genuinely 
concerned about * . . his fellow 
blacks aboard the station, the 
harassments at the living 
quarters and the mess hall. 

“He expressed, to me then 
that he was so agitated that he 
couldn’t sleep, couldn’t work 
... He said to me, at that time, 
that he just could not prop- 
erly do the job he was trained 
to do ... I think that just the 
total picture of his hopeless- 
ness of the situation was the 
thing that precipitated his 
U.A. I think he needed, in his 
own mind, to get away from 
the military situation in order t 
to think things, out as to 
where he did, in fact, fit into 
the picture,” 

Hatcher gave one detailed 
example of the harassment of 
Essex he kept talking about: 

“He purchased a car just af- 
ter he turned 21, an older 
model car, and he was con- 
stantly stopped, searched, 
questioned, almost upon each 
entry and exit from the base, 
about the car, the insurance, 
one thing or 'another. 

“Other people had access to 
the car and these people were 
also stopped, and they were 
black, and it was just a con- 
stant day-to-day, or at least 
two to three times a week, 
that I would notice that some- 
thing was wrong . . . 

“I do not know if this type 
of checking also occurred with 
junior enlisted whites. I do 
know that I was never stop-| 
ped, and none of the other! 
ped, and nohe of the other 
junior whites in the depart- 
ment had been stopped in this 
manner . . .” 

When Essex was asked to 
testify in his own behalf, he 
told the hearing, “. . . I be- 
lieve that Dr. Hatcher ex- 1 
plained most of everything as 
to the reasons that I went s 
U.A. ... s 

“One thing that made us ‘ 
mad was when the summary I 
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The Essex family answers questions about Mark’s back- mother; father Mark Essex; Penny Fox, sister, Joyce Horne, 

ground in Emporia, Kan. From left: Nellie Essex, his sister; brother Timmy Essex. Mark was slain" in shootout. 



